1 in his writing he consistently focuses on the ways in which the partitioned South Asian subject has been affected by, and yet can to some extent resist, colonialism's legacy. Highly respected both in India and the West, Ghosh's work continues to stimulate debate and discussion. He is particularly known for his contention that knowledge is produced by structures of dominance (especially the military, economic, and epistemic strategies of colonialism), and for his formal experimentation, in which he adumbrates a dialogic, non-coercive method of knowledge transmission. In 2001, he caused controversy by withdrawing The Glass Palace from the competition for the Commonwealth Writers Prize. In an open letter to the Prize's organizers, 2 he expressed his unease with the term "Commonwealth", a designation that he suggests orientates contemporary writers around the old power structures of colonialism. He also criticized the Prize for excluding Commonwealth writers who choose to write in languages other than English.
In my conversation with Ghosh I was keen to explore issues raised by his withdrawal from the Commonwealth Writers Prize, such as the Raj's continuing impact on contemporary Indians and Ghosh's own relationship with the English language. More generally, I invited him to elaborate on the novels' suggestion that knowledge is intertwined with power systems. I questioned Ghosh about his attitude towards ideas of objective knowledge or absolute truth, and asked him whether the novel can challenge the complicity of Western forms of knowledge with imperialism in ways that academic disciplines cannot. I enquired about his literary influences, and found that while he acknowledges a stylistic  if not political  debt to Naipaul, he is less than complimentary about
Rushdie. Finally, I was interested in Ghosh's reaction to the political and intellectual fallout of the 9/11 attacks. Ghosh is an eloquent speaker, by turns measured, impassioned and humorous, and he addressed my questions in informative and often unexpected ways. I chose to conduct the conversation informally, rather than imposing an interview structure. My intended list of questions was adapted and reordered as I tried to follow his ideas and respond to the points he raised. Our 
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This library, over the years it's come to mean so much to me. I was not a student here, but I first came here to work on the Taylor-Schechter collection. I remember it was very difficult learning this language, because it's Arabic written in Hebrew and only about ten people in the world even know how to read it. And I used to go up and work in the Taylor-Schechter collection where every head apart from mine had a yarmulkah on it; I was the only non-Jewish person there. People were very helpful and slowly I began to figure the language out, and one day I had this amazing experience, the words just leapt off the page and it was like hearing someone from this village speaking to me. It was completely epiphanic; it's almost exactly twelve years ago now, and I had this sense of a voice across eight hundred years in the Arabic language. 4 If you picked up a text in, say, Anglo-Saxon, written at about the same time, it would be a totally different language. But this language  Arabic  is so conservative, it has preserved exactly the same turns of phraseover all these years. So you can read these texts today and get a sense of talking to someone you've actually met. And I think it was that that gave this sense to the book, it really was a villager speaking, coming alive as it were. 
CC

I think we all tell stories about things. And in effect what James Clifford is really saying about In an
Antique Land is that I acknowledge that mine is not an authoritative reading, I don't even expect it to be exhaustive; it's just stuff that happened to me. AG I'm very interested in science, especially science and science fiction. And in some part these interests come to me through Calcutta, because science was very important to the city. It wasn't an old city; it was a new city, and the whole idea was that it was a link with the modern West. Science was very interesting to me from my childhood; not in the sense of wanting to do science, but as a set of stories about people, about scientists. excitement about the novel as a form is that the novel can do anything. I see it as the overarching form. I don't see it necessarily as fictional, I think it overarches fiction, and non-fiction, and history, the present, the past. There are no limits to a novel, nor are there any rules to a novel, so that if I want to write a novel about Cambridge that is about the beetles of Cambridge rather than about the libraries of Cambridge, I'm free to do that. I feel so fortunate that it's become possible for me to do nothing but write novels, because it's the only way that I know to follow through whatever it is that I'm thinking about. It allows you to explore something with a richness and a sense of context, but most of all it allows you to explore people. So I don't think I could really say that the novel appeals to me because it lets me do this or lets me do that. I think what's appealing to me is that it doesn't have any borders, you can really make it what you want. So when people say to me "are your books really novels?" I don't care at all. There was a time when I did, but I realize now that Arabic is also a language that I love to speak. When I'm writing I find myself struggling to express something that in Bengali would be said in a different way, or in Arabic would be said in another way. But I've seen with a lot of my contemporaries -other writers -that the way they deal with the language question is to try to introduce Indian or other words into English. That's not something I can do, simply because the range of languages I'm dealing with is too great; nobody knows all these languages, you know, nobody knows Arabic and Hindi and Bengali. I have an unusual and unique mix of languages. So I don't do that very much, I only occasionally introduce -for example -an Arabic word or a concept. I think that the way linguistic difference really shows up in my work is through something which people in Bengal always comment on, that is, that the shape of my sentences have a very Bengali feel to them. I don't know why that should be, but I think it's true.
So many times, in Bengal I've had people say to me, "Of course your books are translated into English, aren't they?" and I say, "No, no, I write them in English" and they say, "But they sound so much like Bengali". And one of the ways in which that is true is that, especially in Bengali storytelling and Bengali writing, there's often a kind of deceptive simplicity to the language, which is something I also strive for. What I look for in language, what interests me the most in a good sentence, is when a sentence can be eloquent without being complicated. AG Absolutely, I think Naipaul is a continuing influence; I have returned to his work again and again and again. As you say, I don't agree with the substance of anything that he says. But his project was what was interesting to me. When I was in college, Naipaul was just about the only Indian writer you could read in English. He showed us that it was possible for us, as Indians, to be writing in the world, to be read in the world. But most of all, what was powerful about Naipaul's example to me was that he wasn't just writing about India, he wasn't just writing about Trinidad, he was using his writing to claim the whole world. And I think it was an incredibly brave project. I disagree with almost everything that Naipaul says, but he was a real pioneer. I have to say, I think I owe him an enormous, enormous debt. I was in college reading this thing he wrote on the jasmine, and how he recognized it for the first time ("Jasmine"), and I realized I'd had exactly the same experience. Our experience was something that just wasn't being represented. Naipaul was there, and he was representing it, so in that way he was very important to me.
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One parallel that's struck me between your work and Naipaul's is that in In an Antique
Land you have this experience when you are invited to the mosque several times and you resist it, you feel uncomfortable with going along. And I think in Among the Believers Naipaul has the same kind of reaction… 6 AG I think that's true; I certainly didn't want to go into the mosque for several reasons. One is, there was already so much pressure on me to convert. And I felt I had to make a clear distinction that there was no way I was going to convert, because I wasn't. It's true, I felt an enormous resistance to going to the mosque. I felt by going I would be mimicking a kind of religious practice which I didn't feel comfortable doing. I mean, I've gone into mosques as a tourist, but I didn't want to go in with friends when they were practising their devotions. I think it's just in bad faith, you know. Even though you respect their beliefs, you just don't want to do that. what I feel about it now is that really I have a great deal of sympathy for people in the Arab world, in the Muslim world, but that al-Qaeda is no solution, this kind of fundamentalism is no solution.
I feel there are long periods of history when you can be ahead of history, when you can reflect upon it and say "this is what's happening". And there are moments in history when history accelerates to a pace where you can't, and I think we are in one of these moments right now.
Because this particular weapon that al-Qaeda -and even Arafat -have unleashed, this weapon of suicide is a weapon that would mean the end of society as we know it. Because Hobbes said -and I think Hobbes is right to say -that the foundation of society is the fear of death. And when we look upon a society which is actively encouraging the passage from that into something else, it seems to me that we're looking at a society that's embracing its own doom. Gandhi always used to say that the problem with violence is that violence becomes not a means but an end in itself, and this is what this violence has become, it's no longer a means but an end. So it doesn't matter what we do; it's a terrifying thing that we're looking at. it's because I never tried to pretend to them that the world is a safe place. Because from where I sit it doesn't look like a safe place. I've always been telling them about the horror that's out there. But whoever said the world was going to be a safe place? It never was and never will be.
CC Thank you.
1 In an interview, Ghosh states that I have no truck with this term at all.
[…] It completely misrepresents the focus of the work that I do. In some really important ways, colonialism is not what interests me. What is postcolonial? When I look at the work of critics, such as Homi Bhabha, I think they have somehow invented this world which is just a set of representations of representations. They've retreated into a world of magic mirrors and I don't think anyone can write from that sort of position. (Silva and Tickell171) .
